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This study describes and explicates the nuanced nature of commonly adopted 
buzzwords such as innovation by analyzing how innovation is defined and embedded 
structurally within a single organization. Working to uncover how the individual 
construction of a local definition of innovation within the global context of a quasi-
academic organization changes as organizational priorities and practices evolve over 
time, I present the varied framings of innovation at the micro, meso and macro levels, 
through two research phases (a) the definition phase and (b) the practice phase over the 
course of one year.  
This thesis project is situated within a single Mid-Western quasi-academic 
organization specializing in informatics and health care research, and implementing 
targeted innovation strategies at the time of this study. Through the use of a mutli-
methodological approach I am able to layer the elements of d/D discourse inherent in 
interview data within the organizational context of the case study to present a glimpse 
into socially constructed view of commonly used buzzword innovation. By analyzing the 
interviews of 25 individuals at all organizational levels, with prior social network 






of innovation to align individual meanings with organizational perceived meaning 
(funded action and executive activities), individuals almost unanimously agreed that the 
organization by its nature of existence was innovative, but often struggled to name an 
innovation produced in the last year. Second, investigator level innovation and staff level 
innovation varied in its examples with investigators naming products and people. In 
addition, there are several possible rationales for why the definition of innovation 
changes overtime but the reliance upon federal funding bodies may be a strong predictor 
of perceptions at all levels. This study contributes to understanding how the changing 
nature of individual, organizational, and societal language and institutional structures 
affect and, in turn, are affected by employees’ lived experiences and organizing 
processes, practices, and texts. Specifically, this study provides a case study of such 
changes by developing understandings about how innovation is framed or defined by the 
individuals within the organization and how this definition changes in practice as it is 
applied within the organizational context. Additionally, this study contributes to the 
innovation discourse and materialities in addition to its pragmatic contribution to 












CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 
1.1 Introduction 
 
“Companies throw the term ‘innovation around but that doesn't mean they are actually 
changing anything monumental.” Leslie Kwoh (Wall Street Journal, May 23, 2012) 
  
Industry seems to cycle through buzzwords to describe the latest trends in the 
market (Kwoh, 2012) but what do these words really mean? It appears that yesterday’s 
“synergy” or “optimization” has been replaced with today’s overuse of the words and 
phrases of “innovation”, “sustainability”, and “transformation”.  Using company year-end 
and quarterly reports from 2011, the word innovation was used 64% more often than in 
2006 or 33, 528 times among just six global companies (Miller et al., 2012). 
Additionally, when 260 executives were asked to self-report if their company had a Chief 
Innovation Officer (CIO) or CIO equivalent, in an online survey conducted by 
Capgemini, over 111 (43%) said yes (Miller et al., 2012). These observations and data 
lead to the question: what has an overuse of the word innovation meant for everyday 
practices that are now described as innovative?  When the Wall Street Journal article by 
Leslie Kwoh (2012) was first available, I was working for an organization that had 






and projects throughout the company. Living through the experience of a new buzzword 
adoption, specifically innovation in this case, I wanted to understand what this word 
meant for our organization and for the study of organizational communication in 
businesses and research enterprises. The field of organizational communication seemed a 
particularly appropriate site for this work given long-term focus on organizational 
identity, sense making, discourse and Discourse (talk in interaction and cultural or 
societal formations), and organizational change (see Rooney, McKenna, & Barker, 2011).  
As a somewhat new field of study, organizational communication has spent the 
better part of the twentieth century struggling to establish a clear identity (Tompkins and 
Wanca-Thibault, 2001; see also Rooney et al., 2011). With each major shift in the field 
yielding a new conceptualization or method of organizing, ranging from the functionalist 
paradigm’s mechanistic metaphor to the interpretive paradigm’s organic root metaphor 
for understanding (Tompkins, 1984) and more recently to a tension-oriented and 
constitutive discourse-materiality approach (Putnam & Mumby, 2014), the field of 
organizational communication offers multiple lenses for delving into what particular 
language choices, societal or managerial interests, and changes might look like in 
organizing processes and practices and might also drive workplace interactions. 
Accordingly, I examine not only how buzz words can shape what organization members 
articulate and do, but also how they are given and give meaning to everyday action and 
organizational missions. In particular, I examine how “innovation” was used as a 
prominent everyday discourse and an organizational and societal Discourse, as articulated 
by the members of a specific research organization (for d/Discourse, see Alvesson & 






participants spanning all hierarchical levels and position types, this project shows how 
meanings are shaped and reshaped, even to the point that the original meanings as noted 
through the modified Delphi, by top officers and other organizational members may seem 
diluted from original intents and/or altered based on material practices (executive 
sponsored activities) and outcomes (funded actions) demonstrated by the organization’s 
innovation committee. Thus, this study contributes to greater understandings of the 
everyday talk and the macrodiscourses or cultural formations that mutually inform 
popular and situated understandings of innovation in a hybrid health care and research 
organization. Such understandings can shed light on how and why the kinds of 
innovations that seem desirable to top officers and other organizational members are 
accomplished symbolically and materially. These desired innovations may or may not 
meet the minimum criteria of innovation commonly subscribed to by the organization’s 
membership but rather are marketed as innovation by the organization’s executive team.  
 
1.1.1 Importance of Innovation  
Innovation in its most traditional sense, is often used to describe “a new idea, 
method, or device: a novelty” (http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/innovation, 
2016).  According to Everett Rogers (1995), an innovation can be described as “an idea, 
practice, or object perceived as new by an individual” (p. 11). This definition has 
remained consistent since 1983 (Rogers, 1983) because it focuses on perceptions, 
adopters, and the discursive, thought, and/or material nature of the innovation. In 
particular, Rogers emphasizes that in this definition the notion of perception is key as it is 






(knowledge, persuasion, or decision to adopt) to be new; thus it is the perception of 
newness that defines the innovation (Rogers, 1995, p. 11). As well, Clayton M. 
Christensen, the author of the 1997 publication The Innovators Dilemma, comments that 
innovation is now used by companies to describe ordinary progress to trick investors into 
believing something is more dynamic than it may truly be (see Kwoh, 2012). Seen by 
some as the Father of Innovation research in communication (see Kwoh, 2012) and an 
oft-cited resource in innovation literature from multiple disciplines (e.g., 731,000 
Google™ citations for his 1983 work as of February 5, 2016), I build from Rogers’ initial 
position on diffusion of innovation to understand its use and implications within the 
industry and organization for which I worked, namely a healthcare research organization 
that operated mostly by teams.   
 To begin, for Rogers (1983), the impact of an innovation is only as significant as 
the communication channels available to disseminate the message of its relevance (p. 10). 
The interrelationship between an innovation’s existence, that is, others’ perceptions that a 
change can be characterized as innovative, and the communication channels used to talk 
about, frame, and disseminate the notion of a change as innovative mean that innovation 
is constituted or constructed by the larger community or groups. This process of 
constructing and reconstructing meaning over time and in particular contexts indicates 
that a social constructionist view can provide the overarching framework for 
understanding how people shape and reshape meanings, interact with others to make 
sense of changing meanings, and provide the bases through which cases can be best 






 Since Rogers’ (1983) landmark publication, research on innovation and 
innovation diffusion has continued to focus on the how and why innovation spreads 
within or throughout groups (Rogers, 1995). However, little has been done to understand 
how the term innovation is constructed, framed, applied and reframed over time to co-
construct new definitions of the term. In a sense, then, this project is about the innovation 
of “innovation.”  Examining the shift within the organization from the announcement of a 
CIO to the first round of innovation seed funding and two years later when the last 
interview was conducted. Below is a high level timeline indicating the lag time in 
between events that allows this study to measure changes overtime using tools which 
point to a single time period.  
 
 
Figure 1: Timeline of innovation efforts within the organization 
 
 As you can see from the graphic there was approximately two years between the 
first cycle of innovation seed grants and the third iteration of innovation seed grants. 
Throughout this time period, the Innovation Committee worked to refine the methods of 
funding as well as the focus of innovation. These changes are indicated in the shifts from 
an innovation fair where each employee of the organization voted for their preferred 
innovation idea to a panel presentation where selected committee members determined 






iteration of innovation seed funding and the awarded projects can be found in the 
appendix (Appendix G – I).  
 
1.2 Metatheoretical and Theoretical Lenses 
 
1.2.1 Social Constructionism 
From a social constructionist viewpoint, social reality is created through the acts 
of communicative interaction (Miller, 2005). Leeds-Hurwitz (1992) remarked that we 
create our social world through our words, symbols, and actions, describing how this 
social construction of reality often takes place in everyday experience. Buzz words are no 
exception to this phenomenon and the social constructionist lens highlights how the 
initial meaning of the word shifts, sometimes adds nuance and depth, and/or becomes so 
commonplace that its novelty is rendered ineffective through its application and use in 
everyday practices.  
Interestingly, social constructionists subscribe to the concept that meaning is 
created through social interaction that both enables and constrains communication so 
subtly and subconsciously people do not even notice its influence on their actions (Miller, 
2005, p. 28). Examples of ways people adopt the changed meaning can be seen in the 
context of the pursuit of funding for research in the health and technology sectors. For 
these fields, innovation funding is often limited to proven studies or models. The term 
“proven” violates the typical definition of innovation--something novel that has not been 
done before, something different, an act or process of doing or introducing something 






health and technology, those seeking funding for their projects need to establish grounds 
or evidence and support for the claim that there would be a strong likelihood of success 
typically based on a smaller (seed) pilot study. These pilot studies establish that the new 
project or potential outcomes have been attempted prior to the funding application in 
question.  Yet the requirement for some kind of study to establish the viability of the 
proposed project changes the definition of innovation to accommodate the kind of 
empirical support needed to obtain grant funding and to ensure career advancement. Each 
reframing of the term innovation applied to a grant application or research program leads 
to a slight change in its application and use that further moves it closer to or farther away 
from its initial definition. This framing, rationalizing, and reframing of innovation does 
not necessarily involve interactions with others at all times, but rather can involve the 
pursuit of one’s own ideas and interests which are then shared collectively as part of a 
research paradigm.  
Though the changing meaning of buzz words may be best understood from the 
social constructionist viewpoint, there are different ways in which researchers can 
understand people’s co-construction of meanings by, for example, tracing its roots and 
applications in contexts and utilizing applied linguistic models (Miller, 2005). Still other 
ways might involve examination of individuals’ photos of innovation processes and 
products or analyses of material artifacts such as documents and prototypes from 
innovation generation sessions. Even so, the point is that innovation, like any of the buzz 
words currently employed in business, academe, or other contexts, is best examined 
through communication perspectives that allow researchers to foreground otherwise 






and reproduced (for overview of paradigms at work in organizational communication, see 
Putnam, 1982).  
1.3 d/Discourse 
 
Communication can be conceptualized as an interactive process in which 
communicators have ongoing and mutual influence on each other (Miller, 2005). For this 
thesis, I use the term “discourse” in the context of construction of social realities through 
language in an everyday basis, meaning the words and interactions that are used to 
communicate as well as the macrodiscourses or cultural formations that make such 
everyday talk and interactions meaningful and sensible (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2000). In 
this context, Alvesson and Kärreman (2000) assert that discourse forms the systems of 
communicating ideas over a period of time (p. 2). Although some researchers have 
interpreted and utilized the little “d” discourse (everyday talk in interaction) and big “D” 
Discourses (cultural formations) to indicate two layers that intertwine to enable 
sensemaking and meaning, Alvesson and Kärreman themselves urge against such 
bifurcation of discourse and Discourses but say that there are many levels or layers that 
interact to produce the localized meanings and the overarching cultural formations. Thus 
it is in the layering and intersecting nature of discourses and Discourses that the ways in 
which everyday action and written texts shape, compliment, contest, and encourage 
exploration of meanings. Indeed, the little “d” discourse might be considered individual 
and joint manifestations of the social realities evident through Discourses.  
By understanding not only the everyday interactive and textual nature of 






the application of innovation within established contexts (‘D’ Discourse) I uncover the 
broader implications of a changing definition of commonly used buzz words (Alvesson & 
Kärreman, 2000). These implications and the interplay of d/Discourses have 
consequences for ways of knowing, being, and valuing in the world. 
In building on their approach, I utilize discourse analysts Kennoy, Oswick, and 
Grant’s (1997) discussion about discourse “seeing discourses in the context of revealing 
the ambiguities of social constructions and the indeterminacy of organizational 
experiences” (p. 150. Or as Potter and Wetherell (1987) describe, taking texts and talk as 
a part of the social practice, viewing language as a medium of social interaction focusing 
the analysis on what people do with language (Potter, 1997). However, in these 
approaches Alvesson and Kärreman caution that research applied to d/Discourse must 
clearly elaborate how language is used and relates to other meanings and practices (pp. 
1128). They provide the following example to clarify their use of d/Discourses: “Moving 
from discourse to Discourse includes a shift in perspective” (p. 1147). The researcher has 
to remain attuned to the textual nature of the interview while shifting ones focus on the 
“Discourse in a detailed and context-sensitive way” (p. 1139). Discourse frames meaning 
(p. 1131). A common problem in organizational analysis is in understanding how to 
move beyond the interviews textual nature to address capital ‘D’ discourses as a powerful 
ordering force (p. 1127).  
To this end, I work to understand not just the definition of innovation as 
expressed by the individuals within the organization for which I worked, but also how 
this definition is framed within the research context, applied to individual project work, 







seek to tease out what is often seen as merely tangential to the overarching healthcare 
research paradigm being promoted and supported the organization. Dissecting the text of 
each interview to understand the broader context of innovation throughout the 
organization, I contrast this information with the general themes raised in the interviews 
and supported through funded actions and executive sponsored activities. Consistent with 
Alvesson and Kärreman’s (2000) approach to d/Discourses, I also acknowledge that the 
issue is not simply what people express or report but also what lies beneath the surface of 
the words. Thus, I examine d/Discourses for the ways power, vested interests, and 
relevant Discourses (organizational meanings) and materialities (funded actions and 
executive sponsored activities) are manifest in and shaped by the talk and interactions. 
 
1.4 Summary and Overview of Chapters 
 
  This study examines the use of and meanings for “innovation” in a health care 
research organization located in a Midwestern U.S. city that is known for having a major 
research institution located at that site.  Because language and its implications can only 
be understood in context, this study takes a social constructionist metatheoretical lens 
focusing on d/Discourse in a case study format.  A case study can be defined as a form of 
empirical inquiry that generates intensive descriptions of phenomena (Lim, 2011). In this 
case, an explanatory case study, or one in which phenomena are studied within its real-
life context (Lim, 2011) is used to ascertain research participants’ meanings within the 







In Chapter 1, I introduced innovation as a dynamic buzz word whose meanings 
are socially constructed, framed, and reframed over time at the individual, organizational, 
and societal or cultural levels to create an organizational definition that then directs 
practice. I discussed how individuals’ discourse invites examination of their taken-for-
granted assumptions as well as the organizational cultures and structures in which they 
are employed. I note that the social constructionist perspective enables me to understand 
d/Discourses as changeable and thus open to interventions. Besides theoretical 
contributions to innovation discourse and materialities, I also contribute pragmatically to 
the need for organizations to engage in multiple innovation realities for competitive 
advantage and, for the health care research organization under investigation here, for 
human wellbeing. 
In Chapter 2, I examine the academic literature to discuss the role of paradigms to 
set the stage for understanding how innovation is locally situated within the organization. 
I introduce the meaning of discourse in the generation of buzz word definitions and 
application in everyday practices and conclude with a review of the role of hegemony in 
the framing and reconceptualization of innovation within the research community. 
Though I focus primarily on academic literature, I also include a brief summary of the 
popular understandings of the innovation to localize the context of innovation within the 
broader organization.  The social constructionist metatheoretical lens is used to examine 
the ongoing creation of the meanings of innovation, while exploring the following 
research questions (1) how is the buzz term ‘innovation’ framed or defined by individuals 
within the organization at the investigator and staff levels and (2) how does the definition 







Chapter 3 provides a summary of the methods used to examine d/Discourse 
within the context of innovation. For this thesis, a case study is used to understand the 
dynamic intertwined nature of innovation and the context with which it is applied to 
healthcare and technology research. For this case study I conducted 25 interviews with 
associates from a quasi-academic organization. Utilizing the insights gained through a 
thematic analysis I uncover the existing nature of co-constructed meanings, framing and 
reframing of meaning, and the complexity of local meanings versus organizational 
application or adoption of meaning at a larger scale.  
Chapter 4 outlines the nuanced and changing definitions of innovation that occur 
at all three levels (micro, macro and messo) of the organization. Starting with the 
multiple definitions of innovation and layering on top of that the framing and reframing 
of these definitions as the context expands, I demonstrate the complexity of buzzwords 
from the everyday talk to the material aspects of funded action and executive level 
sponsored activities. This chapter highlights the social reality that how individuals chose 
to talk about innovation is an indication of how they will demonstrate its meaning within 
the organizational context.    
Finally, Chapter 5 discusses the challenges that arise from the adoption of work that 
does not meet the individual or organizational definitions of innovation. This rebranding 
of different kinds of good work as innovative work could create an alternate perception 
innovation lowering the value of innovation at a global level. Through the presentation of 
the changing nature of innovation at the local or individual level, I discuss how efforts to 
promote innovation at the global level ripple outward to the work at even the lowest 















CHAPTER 2.  LITERATURE REVIEW 
According to Kuhn (2011) “communication scholarship assumes that meanings are 
the foundation of the social” (and thus organizational) world, and that “communication is 
the site of meaning construction (p.543).”  In other words, the way people choose to 
communicate with others, cues not only how they construct our reality but how they 
create and sustain the meanings within these realities. Therefore, each group or 
organization creates a unique language that articulates its values and norms, that can be 
studied through findings developed through use of various paradigms as well as 
disciplinary traditions (Craig, 1999).  As Craig calls to our attention, communication 
constitutes reality and there are many metatheoretical lenses and perspectives from which 
the dialogue can be, and should be framed but with the understanding that the discourses 
and Discourses observed are what is most valuable. 
 After providing an overview of communication paradigms and research 
exemplars, including my own investigations, that fit within these different understandings 
of how communication is constituted and used in studies of innovation, I then focus on 
the importance of d/Discourse in the social construction of realities and how these 
discourses, particularly the most widely cited and popularly referenced work on 
innovation, namely that of Everett Rogers, are part of everyday talk (discourses) and 







discourse analysis of participant texts about innovation efforts within the organization. 
Finally, I conclude by summarizing this chapter and presenting my research questions. 
 
2.1.1 Communication Paradigms and Innovation Studies 
Putnam (1982) defines “a paradigm [as] represent[ing] an implicit or explicit view 
of reality, a set of core assumptions about alternative world views” (p. 192) and outlines 
corresponding paradigmatic assumptions about social reality and order. The concept of 
epistemological paradigm comes from the sociological work of Burrell and Morgan’s 
(1979) matrix or four paradigms; functionalist, interpretive, radical humanist, and radical 
structuralist. As the foundational spring board for multiple ways or organizing 
communicative constructs, for this paper I use the Burrell and Morgan’s conceptual map 
of paradigms to describe alternate ways of knowing.  
 The interpretive paradigm allows me to assume a socially constructed 
organizational reality that is symbolically constructed and maintained to 
produce/reproduce order (Putnam 1982). Social constructionism examines the 
communicative processes that affect our understanding of the world, whereby meanings 
are generated through ones social interactions (Allen, 2005). Because the interpretive 
paradigm foregrounds the interactional aspects of the organization, whereby the system 
and the individual cannot be separated, the systems that support innovative work serve to 
create, maintain, and sustain the meaning of the innovation through employee discourse 
and Institute initiatives replicating the organizational structures over time. Therefore, in 
an effort to understand if the nuanced changes in the term innovation are merely an 







discourse within the organization to uncover the taken-for-granted knowledge and social 
processes used to sustain knowledge (Allen, 2005) using a construct-content analysis of 
25 employee semi-structured interviews. I note that “conversational” in this sense means 
reported interactions with others as well as the interactions with the interviewer (myself) 
who was an employee of the organization at the time data were collected. 
 Alternatively, I utilize understandings of communication from the organization 
from a functionalist paradigm, to objectively assess the organizations behavior in a 
systematic fashion revealing employee knowledge of a pragmatic nature (Putnam 1982). 
In shifting the focus from the subjective constructs of power and privilege to the 
objective social network position or individual attributes, I am able to draw upon my 
previous examination of the role organizational structures play in the ability of 
individuals to access information as an innovative advantage in this particular 
organization (see Batra, 2013). Using social network analysis methodologies, I was able 
to identify individuals within key structural positions that allowed them to serve as 
translators and information brokers to gain organizational advantages (power, position, 
wealth; Lin, 1999). This information became part of the background in the current case 
study project. Because I draw upon the social network analysis to explain structural 
configurations of relationships, I present information about the theory behind this 
analysis but do not develop research questions based on it for the current project. 
 In these ways, I utilize the advantages of using insights from different 
paradigmatic lenses and acknowledge that use of one limits the possibilities for engaging 
in sensemaking and reporting about what innovation means. I borrow from Craig’s 







communication and the advantages that putting these perspectives into conversation can 
bring to our study and enactment of communication. 
 
2.1.2 Social Networks   
In this section I provide an overview of my social network approach as 
background to the current study of interview data. This background enables me to sort 
through the sensemaking and layers of meaning construction available through a 
d/Discourse lens to my interview data. The key advantage of the network approach is that 
network configurations enable visualizations of difference between staff (an employee of 
the organization whose job functions are seen as a support role to Ph.D.-trained 
researchers) and investigators (M.D.s and Ph.D. trained researchers, predominantly MD, 
who are considered principal investigator eligible on federally funded projects/ grants). 
To be able to understand this advantage, I provide background on network theory and 
research. 
 According to Lin (1999) there are three possible reasons why some individuals 
have better access to resources within the network than others (p. 43). He claims that: (a) 
Granovetter’s Theory of Weak Ties applies to bridge positions such that increased 
indirect ties within one’s network increases their access to unique non-redundant 
information; (b) Burt’s Theory of Structural Holes or individual strategic locations imply 
increased access to information which in turn gives an advantage in information 
brokerage; and (c) the hierarchal nature of the organization and one’ position within the 
network impacts their ability to access the network resources leading to better 







becomes commodity traded for tangible rewards, social capital can be viewed as a 
metaphor about advantage (Burt, 2005).   
Along with the existence of structural holes within a network, the phenomena of 
social capital are also well established within the social network analysis literature (Lin, 
1999). According to Raider and Krackhardt (2000), followers of Burt’s work, social 
capital occurs in networks without closure. Here the value of the social capital resources 
is derived from brokering information and exercising control or building capital through 
information networks (Burt, 2005). Social capital refers to an advantage created by the 
way people are connected (Burt, 2005); in other words it is an investment in social 
relationships with an expectation of a return on the investment (Lin, 1999). To maximize 
this relationship, brokers are able to identify structural holes that exist within their 
broader network (Burt, 2005), thereby creating the social capital of structural holes 
through the brokerage of information between groups and shape projects bringing 
together people from opposite sides of the network (hole) (Burt, 2005).  
In the current study, the interconnections between the structure of the organization 
and the implied meanings and use of the term innovation display, especially when 
coupled with interview data, how structure and sensemaking can interact in ways that are 
different depending on one’s level within the organization. As noted, these differences 










2.1.3 Organizational Discourses 
Brokers inherently exhibit a certain amount of self-interest in their pursuit of 
information exchange among bridge ties; however, they are influential in so many more 
ways. Brokers are uniquely positioned to operate as translators among unique groups 
explaining the opinions and behaviors within a group which are often expressed in a local 
language, a dialect fraught with taken-for granted assumptions shared within a group 
(Burt, 2005). The brokers’ connections across groups give them advantages in translating 
opinion and behavior familiar in one group into the dialect of another (Burt, 2005). The 
value of this translation can be seen in Paul Leonardi’s (2011) article, “Innovation 
Blindness: Culture, Frames, and Cross-Boundary Problem Construction in the 
Development of New Technology,” which calls to attention to the notion that diversity 
and similarity within and across organizations can impact the results of innovative teams 
(p. 350). His qualitative work highlights the points that within organizations’ teams 
comprised of different individuals, these individuals often problematize situations from 
starkly different vantage points and these perceived understandings can significantly 
hinder teams’ abilities to generate creative solutions to everyday work problems.  
 
2.1.4 Networks and Hegemony 
In examining the taken-for-granted assumptions inherent within groups, Tracy 
(2013) cautions that organizational structures limit a person’s resources and it is only 
through individual actions that the structure is reinforced or strengthened (p. 43). 
Through the employees’ reinforcement of structures that limit or oppress their access to 







Tracy reminds readers that oppression is most forceful when subordinates do not 
consciously understand their domination, in other words the employee accepts the 
policies and procedures of the organization without question, assuming it is the only way 
to get work done. In this situation, the employee sees the hierarchal relationships as 
normal and unchangeable as opposed to socially constructed and oppressive (Tracy, 
2012).   
In the current study, I draw upon the network approaches to link meanings and 
sensemaking inherent in analyses of d/D layering to develop a more multilayered case 
study.  A unique aspect of this work is my understanding of the structure/relationships 
and organizational culture, having been exposed to everyday talk and interactions as well 
as the Discourses that formed and were formed by societal and organizational values, 
strategic initiatives, and other processes.  As such, I build upon and invoke others’ 
research in which some but not all of these factors come together. Focused on the 
organizational structures primary, Ahuja (2000) highlights a limitation in the network 
literature, pointing to the long history of research focused on adoption or diffusion of 
innovation and little or no work examining the relationships between network structure 
and the socially constructed meaning of innovation.  
 
2.1.5 Review of Popular Discourses 
In this section I review popular understanding of innovation to make apparent the 
cultural formations that inform localized meanings and practices. In both a review of the 
popular literature (google) and the academic literature (Purdue Online Libraries) the last 







adoption of innovation in the form of educational tools or new methods of knowledge 
dissemination. This focus on innovation within the healthcare and preventative medicine 
space makes Roger’s work particularly relevant to understanding how innovation is 
defined and situated within the context of a healthcare research organization.  
According to Rogers (2002), “Diffusion is essentially a social process through 
which people talking to people spread innovation” (p. 990). An examination of the 
diffusion research highlights the role of innovation and communication throughout a 
social system the critical elements of this work (Dearing, 2008). Rogers’ work, which 
focuses on the spread of innovation through communication channels, specifically 
through the connections of informal leaders, supports the value of local systems and the 
local perceptions of individuals in the adoption process (Rogers 2002). In looking into the 
institute that is the organizational focus for the current case study project, of central 
concern is how informal leaders (individuals who are seen as leaders among the 
employees but are not a part of the executive team) define innovation and shape the 
meaning for the entire organization and how the policies / practices relate to the 
individualized adoption of the term innovation. The popular literature gives insight into 
what organizational and societal members consider to be normal discourses and 
normalized societal understandings.   
Regardless of the context of the diffusion of innovation, this work has 
consistently reported the adoption rate occurring in a mathematically consistent sigmoid 
pattern (the S-shaped curve) depicted in Figure 1 below (Dearing, 2008). It is believed 
that this S-Shaped curve can be directly attributed to the engagement of opinion leaders 








Figure 2: Rogers S-Shaped Curve of Diffusion 
 
The primary components of diffusion theory, as put forth by Rogers are 
perception of innovation, communication channels, time to adopt and the members of the 
social system (Rogers, 2002). Additionally, researchers have identified distinct 
classifications of individual adopters defined by their entry into the innovation space. 
Described by Dearing (2008), innovators are the first to adopt followed closely by early 
adopters (also known for their characteristic of being an informal leader among the social 
system) then subsequently the larger majority adopts as a result of the informal leader 
adoption (p. 100). The rate of adoption can be predicted by examining each adopter’s 
structural position in the social system (network of relations/ ties; see Dearing, 2008).  
Besides the definition of innovation and distinctions regarding innovation in general and 
innovation diffusion studies by Rogers, the idea of critical mass is a fundamental element 
required for the adoption of innovation (Mahler & Rogers 1999). Though slightly 
different from the concept of informal leaders, the critical mass consists of early adopters 







point that the innovation becomes mainstream or taken-for-granted. This ‘mass’ of 
adopters is less about the actual number of adopters and much more about the perceived 
level of adoption by interested others (Mahler & Rogers, 1999). Accordingly, this link to 
the perception of adoption of a reported/discussed new innovation is a socially 
constructed phenomenon realized through the communication of individuals within the 
same social system (Mahler & Rogers, 1999, p. 722). Organizationally, this socially 
constructed reality of innovation adoption leads to the development of cultural trends 
(Mahler & Rogers, 1999), similar to the spread of innovation officers in the early 2000s. 
The critical mass is vital to both the spread of innovation as well as the collapse of 
adoption, when key individuals are perceived as non-adopters (Mahler & Rogers, 1999).  
As the innovation research paradigm has taken on global meanings with the shift from 
individually focused adoptions to organizationally focused adoptions the constant has 
always been the examination of spread through communication channels (Dearing, 2008). 
However, in calling attention to the spread throughout the organization/ community we 
have lost sight in the examination of how this spread has changed the underlying 
meanings and applications of the initial innovations.   
To summarize, within the functionalist paradigm studies of organizational 
innovation yield knowledge about the structural nature of the system and the 
phenomenon’s relationship to effectiveness and mission—these studies and the prior 
research conducted on this particular organization that describes the relationship structure 
provide different entrée points into the current analysis of innovation meanings. Through 
use of the d/Discourse approach, I can explicate the socially constructed nature of 







organization talk about, and operationalize innovation and its impact on organizational 
processes, policies, and other structures and to highlight where there might be alternative 
realties or alternate definitions in popular and academic materials that shed additional 
insight into my research questions. Thus, my research questions are: 
(1) how is the buzz term ‘innovation’ framed or defined by individual research 
associates  









CHAPTER 3. METHODOLOGY 
 In this chapter I present a brief overview of the context then discuss participants 
and the d/Discourse analytic approach that I use.  The content of this chapter enables 
further discussion of the case in the following chapter, as I weave in the theory, what 
organizational members define as innovation, and where my prior analysis of network 
structures (Batra, 2013) provides insight into the situated nature of innovation and the 
perceptions of innovation diffusion throughout the organization or institute being studied. 
The research was conducted sequentially over a one year period in two distinct phases (1) 
Definition and (2) Practice. I conclude this chapter with my role as researcher in this 
project. 
 
3.1 The Case: Context and Participants 
 
A case study, according to Lim (2011), “is an intensive and holistic description and 
analysis … bounded in time …” and “often mixed with other qualitative research 
approaches” (p. 47) to uncover individual or group meaning making processes.  As a 
dominant methodology for examining organizational contexts in the social sciences (Lim, 







thesis to provide a thorough and contextualized understanding of the nature of innovation 
with a single quasi-academic organization.   
As an employee of the institute I always felt we were uniquely positioned in a niche 
space somewhere between a traditional nonprofit and a research think tank. With this 
market positionality we also were “scattered” or, in more academic parlance, 
“fragmented” with regard to our mission, structure, and other aspects. In addition, the 
very nature of this institute was, I believe, pro-innovation. This unexamined bias ran 
strongly throughout the institute and follows the definition “The pro-innovation bias, in 
particular, implies that all innovation is positive and that all innovations should be 
adopted” (Baumann and Martignoni, 2011). The structure and participants reflect this 
bias. 
 The organization was spread across two separate buildings, with a satellite office 
within a local hospital to foster collaboration with staff there. The two main buildings 
were approximately one mile (15 minute walking distance) apart. Building A provided 
working space for the administrative teams and part of one program area spread 
throughout two floors of the six floor building. Building A was the original headquarters 
with medical facilities occupying the first four floors of the building. Building A had 
restrooms, conference rooms, and break rooms divided by floor not by team. All common 
spaces were shared by all associates on the floor. Like Building B, office space was 
limited to senior staff (faculty, executive team members, and human resources). Building 
B provided office space for all of two program areas and the remaining half of the third 
program area (the other half worked from Building A). Building B was a new space with 







space between the teams. Each program area had its own conference space, break room 
and bathroom facilities making shared space unnecessary. Since this study, all associates 
have been merged into a single office space designed to meet the needs of the growing 
organization.  
 With regard to organizational structure, each department worked in “silos” within 
the larger organization or institute. Each departmental culture was displayed in the 
embodiment of members and their artifacts. When personal preferences or business styles 
collided with creativity the division director could opt to support his team using any 
number of financial avenues or resource partnerships. One example of how this would 
play out in daily activities is seen in the Information Technology (IT) platforms and 
support structures. At the time of this study the organization supported at least three 
separate email communication software platforms that required the maintenance of two 
separate operating systems. In an attempt to consolidate to a single operating system and 
universal email platform the administration meet resistance from various staff advocating 
for individual preferences over universal standardization. Carve outs or exceptions to the 
universal policy were made for any senior staff member who choose an alternate platform 
resulting in the maintenance of two separate operating systems and platforms to support 
organizational email communication. Beyond basic services, a second division existed 
among the organization in that faculty and staff had separate performance management 
systems. Employee performance would always be delineated between associates and 
leadership (investigators). The leadership remained in a traditionally academic space 







tenure and beyond. Merit increases were also set by the separate entities though efforts 
were made in an attempt to make the disparate systems comparable. 
 The drive toward academic and private public partnership funding drove the 
agenda and the practices. As such when innovation was "hot" we adopted an innovation 
officer, an innovation committee, and funded innovation seed grants to spur local 
innovation projects. We like many other affiliated companies in the area were using 
words like transformative, disruptive, catalyst for change and innovation in our everyday 
talk to describe our everyday practices. Innovation was our new synergizing force.  
 Organizationally, the Institute’s innovation network (see Figure 3), which 
represents individuals named as innovators by their peers within the organization, is 
sparse (density 0.005) indicating that the perception of innovative individuals is localized 
largely within departmental boundaries. Only one key (centralized) employee [blue 115] 
was nominated frequently as being innovative (indegree 8), which indicates that 
throughout the network, though predominantly the blue center, there are individuals 
identified as innovative.1 Additionally, the pink department has a high incidence of 
reported innovation but no ties to the blue department and only two ties to the red 
department. From the figure below, these perceptions of innovative individuals may 
potentially lead to opportunities for one to seek innovative ideas. The network is siloed 
with three department sub-groups or cliques with the blue, pink, and red departments 
having small innovative hubs [blue 115 & 29, pink 151, and red 140]. As depicted in  
 
                                                 
1 SNA analysis – Simple descriptive network analysis was conducted using UCINET 6.53, network 







Figure 3, Blue 26 is the only true broker connecting Blue 115 to Red 17, two otherwise 
separate groups.  
 
 
Figure 3: Innovation Network (partial) node attributes indicate department affiliation 
 
Burt’s Theory of Social Capital establishes that individuals gain advantages 
through their location in a structure of relationships (Burt, 2005). Considering the 
structural makeup of the network one could extend Burt’s Social Capital theoretical 
principles, to apply the constructs of structural holes and determine if innovators indeed 
experienced competitive advantages and prestige by occupying brokerage positions in the 
innovative network. In applying the social capital theory to the Institute, one would 
anticipate seeing several key individuals centrally located in the network and also 







investigator who was named as innovative during the social network analysis was also 
named as an innovator during the key informant interviews.  Additionally, the majority of 
the investigator references noted the work of only two investigators both of which hold 
positions responsible for creating/ sustaining innovation within the Institute.    
 Throughout the duration of the data collection (from initial proposal through the 
final interview) I served in the administration (red department in figure 3 above) working 
with our IT department. I reported directly to the COO and my project work was 
presented to the CEO for evaluation. Because of the siloed nature of the organization I 
had limited access to Center Directors or others in the leadership team.  
 
3.1.1 Participants 
 With regard to participants, there were two distinct phases to this research project: 
(1) Definition and (2) Practice. For these phases, there were different numbers of 
participants and some of the same individuals participated in each of the phases. In the 
definition phase, a total participation rate of 13.5% was obtained across the three rounds 
of the Modified Delphi. The majority of respondents affiliated with the informatics group 
(44%), having worked for the organization for 2 years or less (40%), as frontline staff 
with a bachelor degree (38.2%). This response pattern is most likely a result of the largest 
sample participating in the round one survey that targeted all employees asking how they 
would define innovation.  
 In the practice phase, I interviewed 25 institute employees. Although the institute 
had approximately 221 employees at the time of this study and was divided its workforce 







organization. Respondents were 52% male (48% female), 62.5% were frontline staff, 
(12.5% senior level investigators while 25% were investigators) and most likely represent 
the informatics area, 37.5% (all other areas were roughly 21% of the sample). Selection 
criteria for participating in other words, the pool of participants were the same for all 
phases of the project and included any employee of the Institute. Employee is defined as 
any individual who is categorized by the Human Resources Payroll & Benefits division 
as a staff member, fellow or investigator. It is important to note that the definition does 
not include affiliated employees, or individuals who are documented collaborators but 
employees of another organization such as the University or Hospital(s). 
 
3.2 Procedures   
 
 The data for this study was collected over a one year period within the 
organization’s larger innovation efforts. Below is a timeline of the study procedures 
which fits in between the Innovation Fair and the Innovation Advancement Projects 
found Figure 1: Timeline of the innovation efforts within the organization on page 7.  
 
 








This study is broken into two distinct phases; definition phase and the practice 
phase. Though the work will be divided among these phases the outcomes of each should 
drive the questions and behaviors of the next, each lending to a layered understanding of 
what innovation means to the greater organization.  
 
 
Figure 5: Mixed method approach used to uncover layered meaning to d/D Discourse 
  
The Definition Phase represents the process by which employees of the 
organization actually define the local meaning of innovation. To get at the socially 
constructed and nuanced meaning of a common buzz word, I used a modified Delphi 
technique to collect individual definitions and work to build consensus around the single, 
unified meaning within the organization.  
 The data collected through the Practice Phase are layered on top of the definition 
phase to provide insights into the changes and subtle adaptions of the defined innovation 
meaning within the context of one’s work. Additionally, the descriptive network of the 
organization allows another level of understanding of the meanings of innovation within 








3.2.1 Procedures for Definition Phase: A Modified Delphi Technique 
 A Delphi is a consensus-building tool used by researchers predominantly in the 
field of education (Nelson, 2002). Originally designed to allow a pre-selected target 
audience the opportunity to rank order selections from a list until ultimate consensus is 
reached, the technique allows groups to work through the process of narrowing choices in 
a methodical way (Nelson, 2002). The Delphi tool has also been modified from its 
original design to meet the needs of the organization’s culture. In its modified form, the 
research team used an online survey to create anonymity for the respondents and 
allowing more candid feedback during a flexible timeframe. Additionally, the team has 
decided to use three rounds to confirm consensus on the definitions, with three subgroups 
from the Institute. In round one the researchers started with the front line staff (response 
rate 18.8%) to gather as many unique but similar definitions of the buzz words the 
research team narrowed the definitions to six for round two using a thematic analysis 
methodology. Round two was comprised of managers and supervisors (response rate 
11.3%) who are charged with developing innovative interdisciplinary collaborative teams 
and sustaining the work produced by these teams. The round two group was asked on a 
scale of 1-7 (one being do not agree seven being strongly agree) how much they agreed 
with the definition as it applied to their daily work. The results of this team were 
narrowed to two definitions, which were sent to the round three grouping for final review. 
The group for round three was comprised of the organization’s senior leadership 
(executive management team) including the five center directors, the administrator/ COO, 
and the president and CEO (response rate 62.5%). They were asked to rank the three 







of INNOVATION at the Institute - 3- least likely to match your definition of 
INNOVATION for the Institute. The final result of round three was used as the 
organizational definition of Innovation for this thesis.  
  
3.2.2 Procedures for Practice Phase: Interviews 
 The second phase was the Practice Phase which was designed to elicit everyday 
ways that ‘innovation’ exists within the organization, discourse about innovation and 
local examples of innovation. These data were collected through 25 semi-structured 
interviews over the period of 30 days. Interviews were tape recorded and transcribed and 
participants were assured their responses would be kept confidential. The 363 single-
spaced pages of transcriptions represent an average 50-minute interview (interviews 
ranged in length from 14-81 minutes) and covered two topics, innovation and 
collaboration within the Institute. For this thesis, I examined only the innovation 
responses including key questions such as (1) “how would you define innovation”, (2) 
“what is the opposite of innovation” (3) “what visuals come to mind when you think 
about innovation”, (4) “has the institute done anything innovative in the last year”, (5) 
“what made it your example innovative?”  
 All 25 interviews and two reflections were transcribed within 24 hours of the 
completion of the interview by Casting Words. This service was paid for through an 









3.2.3 Procedures for Practice Phase: Observations 
 As an employee of the organization at the time of data collection, I was privy to 
information surrounding the organizations focus on innovation and used email 
communication, marketing materials, meeting notes, and recollections of my lived 
experience to supplement the interview data. The email communication reviewed within 
this study was collected throughout the roughly two year period when the organization 
was adopting a robust innovation program (awarding of foundational funding through the 
end of my tenure). Additionally, my recalled daily work experience as an innovation seed 
funding recipient was used as background to inform the study design to insure I capturing 
the entire organization of activities and proposals supported by the CIO and the 
Innovation Committee as well as invite participation from members of the organization in 
innovation work. Finally, I preserved meeting notes in the form of communications to 
and from the Innovation Committee around seed funding and the execution of funded 
projects to establish the ‘action’ of innovation as these are the actual artifacts of this time 
within the larger organization which speak to its funded priorities.  
  
3.3 Role of the Researcher 
 
According to Chenail (2011), instrumentation rigor and bias management are major 
challenges for qualitative researchers employing interviewing as a data generation 
method in their studies (p. 255). In qualitative studies when the researcher chooses to 
develop a series of targeted questions to facilitate an interview versus utilizing a pre-







studies are collected or generated (Poggenpoel & Myburgh, 2003). As such, they 
introduce the potential for subconscious researcher bias (Chenail, 2011). Additionally, 
being a member of the group with which the research is being conducted may increase 
the risk of affinity bias, “investigators may limit their curiosities so they only discover 
what they think they don’t know, rather than opening up their inquiries to encompass also 
what they don’t know they don’t know” (Chenail, 2011). To mitigate these biases, I 
engaged in an "interview of the investigator" technique. This method allowed me to 
reflect upon my responses in an effort to uncover hidden biases that may have negatively 
influenced the interviews and subsequent findings (Chenail, 2011).  
 During the time data was collected for this thesis; I served as an Executive Project 
Manager for the organization. This role was separated from the Innovation Officer, I was 
not a member of the Innovation Team nor did I participate in any decision-making 
capacity around innovation seed funding, project selection and long-term planning. 
However, I did report directly to the Chief Operating Officer and was privy to 
organizational information related to reorganizing and strategic planning through both my 
relationship with my manager and my project portfolio.  
 Though I did not serve in a leadership role on the academic side of the 
organization, I did serve in a leadership capacity for the administrative side of the 
organization. During my tenure with the organization I served a Business Development 
Officer for one department and a founding team member for a partner organization. In 
both of these roles I was tasked with decision making responsibilities, associate 
performance management, and relationship building/ management. These roles had direct 







innovation effort. Additionally, these data were collected through innovation seed grant 
funding. The funding supported a portion of my salary (< 1%) and the transcription of the 
interviews.   
 Throughout the data collection process I continually checked and validated that 
my data were collected as objectively as possible. I insured that all transcripts were 
completed by a third party vendor and checked for accuracy by an independent resource. 
These two actions allowed me to insure I was reporting, not my pro-innovation bias but 
the words and perceptions of other employees within the organization.  
 
3.4 Data Analysis 
  
For this thesis I choose to utilize a qualitative case study approach to present the 
organizations representations of innovation. However, within the case study approach I 
employ both the modified Delphi technique and a thematic analysis to uncover how 
making sense varies among employees and throughout the organization over time. 
Because of one’s position in the organization, access to information, and ability to control 
creative work processes/ product, I study not only the micro level meanings of innovation 
at the individual level but also how this level of knowledge in shaped and layered within 
the macro level (organizational and cultural) understanding and representations of 









3.4.1 Data Analysis for Definition Phase 
 Within a Delphi approach, each round is analyzed and the results drive the options 
for the subsequent round. For round one, participants were asked “Thinking about your 
role in various project work how do you think we should define INNOVATION?”. A 
thematic content analysis was used to identify common phases and themes within the 30 
responses/ proposed definitions. From there I constructed five definitions of innovation 
that represent the employee’s perception of innovation within the organization. For round 
two, the following options; Thinking creatively to develop new ideas and new 
technologies resulting in improved efficiency within the healthcare system, Developing 
cutting edge technologies and ideas that improve healthcare, Utilizing “out of the box” 
strategies to develop new ideas and technology that improve healthcare delivery systems, 
Unique ideas, technology, and strategies that increase efficiency for healthcare systems, 
or Improving the efficiency of health care through the development of create ideas, new 
technology, or unique strategies, were provided to supervisors and managers within the 
organization. Each participant was asked to “rate the degree to which you agree with this 
definition of INNOVATION as proposed” on a scale of 0- do not agree to 100- 
completely agree with the definition. From there, the responses were scored and ranked. 
The top three were used as potential organizational definitions. The five executive leaders 
were asked in a survey to rank the various definitions offered by employees and 
managers (1 - most closely matches your definition of INNOVATION 3- least likely to 
match your definition). IRB approval was obtained for the modified Delphi and all of its 
recruiting materials and methods. The tools used for this thesis are attached in the 







3.4.2 Data Analysis for Practice Phase 
 In this phase I employed a thematic analysis of the 363 pages of single-spaced 
transcripts to identify key themes that emerge. The transcripts represent 25 individual 
interviews conducted with employees of the organization ranging in rank from frontline 
staff to senior faculty. The key informant interview questionnaire consisted of 14 open-
ended designed to elicit descriptive narratives from individuals about their perceptions 
and organizational representations of innovation. To uncover hidden investigator bias, I 
also participated in the interview. My responses have been evaluated for pro-innovation 
bias as well as cultural assumptions about innovation. Once this interview was 
completed, I conducted 24 unique interviews using the IRB-approved questionnaire (see 
Appendix D for the questionnaire and Appendix E for the consent form).  Using a 
grounded theory approach, I iteratively reviewed the body of interviews to identify key 
themes that emerge among the participants. Each theme was reviewed by a second 
researcher (my thesis advisor) to ensure bias or false interpretations due to restrict the 
findings to presubscribed assumptions. The ultimate goal is to uncover how individuals 
have constructed the meaning of innovation locally and how that may (or may not) 
change over time and across groups. As seen in the literature, buzz words often represent 
both a textual meaning at the local level as well as an implied marco level meaning that 







CHAPTER 4. FINDINGS 
“For me, it’s nothing new. … It’s [innovation] almost become a buzzword.” Within our 
organization, people are really sensitive to it.” …  “[because] the area of work we’re 
in ...” (John) 
 
Social constructionism is grounded in the understanding that as social beings we 
create the meaning of words through our everyday actions and words. These meanings 
are constantly evolving as our social environment changes. Ever changing definitions and 
connotations of commonly used buzz words like innovation and their varied uses often 
leave organizational members struggling with the adoption of local meanings at different 
levels while incorporating their work activities within the ‘new’ organizational norms. 
This project attempts to tease out the micro (individual) meso (organizational) and macro 
(societal and global) levels of d/Discourse (local and cultural formations) found within a 
single organization’s adoption of the buzz word “innovation.” 
Examining the interview data of 25 employees from across the organization 
within the social constructionist framework one can see how the meanings are shaped and 
reshaped over time by the social realities that exist throughout the organization. These 
realities, as described in the interview texts, can also be layered within the various aspects 







investigator funding/grant pursuits to frame the broader context of meaning adoption at 
multiple levels (individual and organizational). This complex layering of d/D discourse is 
situated within the nature of innovation as a buzz word within the institute context. Due 
to the response rate (11%) and the relatively small size of the organization in combination 
with its reputation within the local community, I have chosen to limit the context 
surrounding the employee quotes throughout chapter four and five. Any attempt to situate 
the interviews (e.g. office, building, time of day etc.) in conjunction with the quote and 
context would allow readers to easily identify the respondents. In an effort to protect the 
confidential nature of the interviews, quotes were provided that substantiate claims 
throughout the findings section but these quotes are de-identified and pseudonyms are 
given for each participant.  
Because there was no single source of absolute truth in terminology or definition 
for this commonly used buzz word within the organization, I began this study with a 
modified Delphi to capture research participants’ words for how the institutional 
definition of innovation related to everyday use. From there I built out the definition at 
the individual and group levels through the analysis of 25 individual interviews of 
faculty/ investigators and staff organized throughout this particular organization. I 
worked to understand the inherent nature of innovation as it is situated at the local 
individual context, framed within the larger organizational context, and utilized in terms 
of its global implications both at the organizational level and the broader academic and 
funding levels. To get at these multiple levels and their implications, this chapter was 








4.1 Micro-Level Practices 
 
4.1.1 Innovation at the local/ individual level 
There is an informal organizational level definition of innovation that is not 
written in any common location but it is known through the publication of innovation 
activities, innovation funding, innovation committees, and even the creation of an 
innovation officer position at the Institute.  Though commonly used in everyday talk 
(discourse), for the purpose of level setting, I used an iterative approach via modified 
Delphi sampling of the entire organization to establish a common written definition of 
innovation. To establish this singular definition, the modified Delphi uses a thematic 
analysis with criteria of repetitiveness, repetition, and forcefulness (Owen, 1984) to 
generate the first round’s five unique options for an organizational definition. From there, 
the respondents (the entire organization) distilled these into three more concise 
definitions, which then were sent to the executive team to determine which definition 
aligned with the work in their respective area.  This process of soliciting, distilling, and 
defining required both inductive and deductive processes to establish what the collective 
organization felt best represented their definition of innovation. This process of collective 
understanding and defining aligned with the tenets of social constructionism in 
developing a definition of innovation grounded in the words of those who used the term. 
This approach is different from a more traditional method of simply accessing a mission 
statement and reporting that as the statement that represents the organizational definition.  
There was not a general consensus on a single definition of ‘Innovation’ for the 







equally ranked definitions have been combined into a single definition: Thinking 
creatively to develop new unique ideas, technologies, and strategies resulting in improved 
efficiency within the healthcare system. The key elements of this definition consist of 
creative, new, unique, improved efficiency and the healthcare system as its sole context. 
This definition advances  the organization’s broader vision statement: As an 
internationally respected informatics and health care research organization, the Institute is 
recognized for its role in improving quality of care, increasing efficiency of health care 
delivery, preventing medical errors and enhancing patient safety (press release 11/8/12 _ 
Merck),  which highlights efficiency and health care delivery systems. At the local level 
the individual definition which, when combined, slightly changes the “organizational” 
definition to a new, creative, ‘out of the box’ solutions to a problem.  
Creative, being a key word in all definitions of innovation is not atypical. 
According to Amabile (1988) creativity and organizational innovation are closely linked, 
with creativity being the most crucial element of organizational innovation. Similarly, 
like innovation, operational definitions of creativity are rarely explicit and can vary 
greatly from a focus on the individual’s attributes to the environmental structures or even 
the products characteristics (Amabile, 1983). For some, the product or output of creative 
individuals is innovation, thus making it impossible to judge something as creative 
without also placing a subjective value on the outcome as innovative. Accordingly, 
Amabile argues that creativity (and innovation) are socially constructed terms.  
In dissecting the individual definitions found in the interview data to common 
themes, it was determined that the most commonly used words to tell the story of 







level, radical, novel, and risky as the key aspects of the definition of the buzz word 
“innovation.” As I attempted to reinforce the definition of key terms within the local 
context, interviewees quickly turned their framing of innovation from new, creative, ‘out 
of the box’ solutions to a problem to using words like incremental, good work, simple, 
small, and non-emergent. This shift in terminology signals a change in framing that 
allows the participant to adapt their internal or individual definition of the term 
‘innovation’ to align with the perceived common organizational definition of innovation 
as witnessed through funding action and sponsored activities. The three exemplars below 
are taken from the interviews and best represent the dichotomous nature of 
local/individual innovation meaning versus collective, that is, the adaption of the 
definition to match the perceived collective meaning.  
“As I see it here at the institute? To me, innovation, what comes to mind is 
creative ideas, doing something new and different and cutting edge, big on 
the forefront, going where no man has gone before. That sort of thing is 
what I think of as innovation.” (Kathy) 
 
 “Other aspects would be it could be something simple but like improving 
a process. …. Thinking outside of the box, chucking the old way and 
coming up with a new way that may be better. If it's not better, try 
something else. That could be innovation. It could be on something small. 









 Steve: “There has to be a problem for an innovation to occur.”  
Interviewer/ Author:  “An innovation doesn't occur without a problem?” 
 Steve: “No, I don't think it would.” 
Interviewer/ Author:   “No, that's OK. You have a problem. Innovation is 
a solution to a problem, maybe? Or is that not a correct interpretation?” 
Steve:   “Innovation could be a solution. It may not necessarily be a 
solution. It just may be another way to do things. It may not necessarily fix 
the problem.” 
 
“When I first heard innovation here, I was thinking patent level or things 
that mattered at an external, outside the company, "Hey, that's a great 
idea" that someone outside would say. Then as we talk about innovations 
just within internal processes, it actually means improvements. The 
difference between improvements and innovations is like innovation may 
suggest thinking about the problem differently, not just an incremental 
improvement. Those two words might be a little bit different. An internal 
innovation committee would be couldn't just be internal process. I mean 
that's good. That's good.” (William) 
 
Paula:  “I guess in my mind, whenever I think of innovation, I just always 








Interviewer/Author:  “If it's new and improved, do you think, I need a way 
to phrase this, but I also answering my own question. To what degree does 
it have to be new?” 
Paula:  “It doesn't. It could be a process that is no longer functioning or 
there's no benefit of having to change a process. It doesn't have to be brand 
new. That's why I'm like, "Do you improve ?” 
  
In situating these examples within the local action of innovation I attempted to 
probe into the organizational priorities as defined by the Institute. Often, organizations 
demonstrate priorities through funded actions and executive sponsored activities. These 
funded activities can at times conflict with the stated priorities or even mission of the 
organization. In this study, the funded actions and innovation sponsored activities were in 
conflict with the organization definition of innovation, thinking creatively to develop new 
unique ideas, technologies, and strategies resulting in improved efficiency within the 
healthcare system and the locally adopted understanding of innovation as new, creative, 
‘out of the box’ solutions to a problem. As seen in both the excerpts and the funded 
innovation award announcements below, oftentimes money was dedicated to ‘good work’ 
that was valued by the employees but was not new or out of the box solutions to 
problems, or unique technologies to improve efficiency within the broader organization 
or health care system. However, if you extend the local definition of innovation using 
Amabile’s conceptual definition of creativity “a product or response will be judged as 







to the task at hand” (p. 360) then one could potentially argue that the good work funded 
through the innovation seed program is aligned to innovation.   
“I think it's more of a motivational term than anything else. It isn't so 
much let's bring difference and make things better, it's just we need 
something more, and so, thereby, we'll use it to motivate you to do this.” 
(Patrick) 
 
“It's big changes. Big changes in the work that people do and the way they 
interact, how they perceive their roles, how they perceive their funding 
going forward, how they're going to get paid, which relates to how they 
look at their work.” (John)  
 
“I feel sometimes it can get a little over valued, in terms of, "What's the 
new, super fun, out there idea?" As opposed to a lot of what I'm trying to 
do, which is just, "All right, this works. How do you get people to actually 
do it?" Actual implementation, following through, that is hard, and 
sometimes harder. …  Innovation is prized highly, and appropriately so. 












Funded projects in round 1 = Innovation Fair 
1) paying individuals to provide new ideas to improve the healthcare 
system  
2) training in a development system that mirrors the production 
environment 
3) a research project to define innovation 
4) Keurig in the break room with various name brand coffees and teas 
5) walking treadmills 
6) finger print log-in 
7) quarterly award for employees to went above and beyond 
8) adoption of off the shelf project management software for a single 
center 
9) Three projects were removed from this list because they named 
proprietary software that would have identified the organization. 
These projects addressed new enhancements or data integration 
methods to the existing platform software package.  
  
“It [innovation at the organization] looks very incremental and, personally, 
I think that's OK. We might build on that. I think the hope was that it 









4.2 Meso-Level Practices 
 
4.2.1 Innovation in organizational practice  
Innovation within the Institute was described using words like new, novel, 
transformative, emergent, creative, and cutting edge:  “For something to be innovation at 
its core it has to be new, different, novel. Something that's not been done before” (Traci). 
These words give the impression that the types of innovation witnessed by employees 
would be big, obvious, and tangible. However, 31% (n=5) of the interviewees could not, 
or struggled to name an innovation produced by the organization within the last year or 
felt the Institute was not innovative:  
Interviewer/Author: “Do you think that the Institute has produced an 
innovative product in the last year?” 
Kathy:  “In the last year? I don't know. Maybe.” 
Interviewer/Author:  “How about in the last five?” 
Kathy:  “Don't know. I'm not sure. I would say definitely in the … the 
beginning of the institute definitely. We were on the forefront of the … 
Network and all of that was very innovative and very new, but it's kind of 
like what have we done lately? When I go to some of the meetings and 
things, the higher level staff meetings, or like yesterday, I went to the 
center staff meeting and the director talked about this a little bit, it's like 
what's next? What are we going to do next that's really, truly going to 








Interviewer/Author:  “I do want to ask, do you think the organization has 
produced any innovative projects since last year?” 
Jaime:  “I know the answer is yes, but I'm trying to think as specifically, 
ones that I want to... You know what? I'm going to pass on that one. I 
cannot think of a good example to throw out there.” 
 
A further analysis of the transcripts reveals gaps between investigator’s 
perceptions of innovative works and staff level perceptions. In all but one investigator 
interview, the innovations were named either by referencing the Principal Investigator 
(PI) or by a fellow investigator who was directly named as being highly innovative. 
Roughly 89% of the innovations named by investigators identified a product or person 
whereas only 29% of staff interviews identified the same or similar products but no 
investigator/PIs.  This association of grant products and innovation by investigators at 
higher levels within the organization supports the social network analysis theories that 
one’s network position influences access to information (Ibarra & Andrews ,1993). Ibarra 
and Andrews point to a combination of network factors (1) network centrality and (2) 
network proximity predict the access to information and social influence of individuals 
within a given network or organization (1993). The combination of these factors within 
the Institute’s innovation network allowed me to identify the potential informal leaders 
and perceived innovators in the organization.   
By understanding who the key innovators were within the organization, I could 
begin to trace their communication network through the interview data. What I found was 







which is also seen through the understanding of social influence shared among proximate 
pairs within a network (Ibarra & Andrews, 1993). Among the investigator group there 
were two primary innovations (one was also seen in the innovation network examining 
node centrality or number of times someone is identified as innovative): a medical model 
of care and an enhancement to the platform software. These efforts were led by two 
separate groups who self-reported in the interviews that they rarely collaborated. 
However, each of these efforts were led by an informal leader within the organization 
known for his or her highly collaborative networks outside of the organization, indicating 
his or her status as ‘bridge’ within the structural hole of the organization. The presence of 
bridge positions within the organizational network were identified through a previous 
social network study (Batra, 2013).  A similar trend was not seen in the staff level 
analysis. Most staff (50%) reported the organization’s employee engagement project as 
innovative but there was no other overlap in reported efforts. The lack of innovative 
efforts outside of FISH among staff indicates a fundamental difference in thinking about 
innovation between the investigators, naming products and people and the staff who 
mainly focused on the executive efforts of FISH adoption.  
While 76% of respondents felt the Institute was innovative and could name at 
least one innovative idea over the past year, it should be noted that the majority of the 
identified innovation ideas or projects still failed to meet the organizational and local 
level definition of innovation as new, creative, unique ideas and technologies to solve 
health care system problems. When grouped by association (administrative project, 
innovation award, or existing or new product/ grant) the smallest proportion of named 







Philosophy2  (a commercially available organizational culture or employee engagement 
strategy) initiative was the most commonly named innovation among both groups. In 
contrast, the organization’s proprietary software platform and related enhancements were 
named 25% of the time between the two groups but predominantly in the investigator 
group (56%). Although new products were named most often when asked “has the 
Institute innovated anything in the last year” the FISH Philosophy initiative was 
commonly referenced throughout the interviews by both groups. This focus on an 
employee engagement strategy is evidence of the value of perception in the defining of 
innovative work throughout the organization.   
The popular literature focused on the diffusion of innovation through 
communication channels. These channels were strongly influenced by informal leaders 
within the social network which, in this case, could be investigator staff seen as mentors 
to the research teams (staff) or executive level employees within the administration 
(human resources). Considering the role that perception or subjective criterion plays in 
the declaration of innovation products it is not surprising that while individuals almost 
unanimously agreed that the organization by its nature of existence was innovative, they 
struggled to name an innovation produced in the last year. These disconnections between 
being innovative and producing innovation indicated a struggle between internal talk and 
external discussions. The disconnection between different kinds of language and 
meanings were evident in the following interview excerpts:   
                                                 
2 The FISH! Philosophy created by John Christensen, is a training solution to help create a culture where 
people choose to bring their best to work. The FISH! Philosophy is a set of tools to help build stronger 
relationships that equip organizations to face challenges more effectively. “The FISH! Philosophy fulfills 
the most basic needs of human beings who, in turn, fulfill the needs of the organization—more connected 







“Then, of course, we promote science. Mostly science is new, so by virtue 
of having research staff and infrastructure and support we foster and 
directly invest in new scientific advances and discoveries. Then these 
other activities like the Innovations Project and so on. I think very much 
the Institute is innovative. What comes to mind, actually, is stuff that is 
not happening in academic XXXX. It's sad, you might say, to hear 
anybody say that. I think academic XXXX as a profession is not 
innovative enough. We value innovation, the NIH. Innovation is one of the 
five pillars of value of any project that's funded by the NIH, as with many 
other funding agencies.” (Duane) 
 
  “They're trying to get people to think outside the box. It's a grant 
institution. It's an institution that has lived on federal grants. You don't see 
any innovation in the federal world. It's a characteristic of the world that it 
lives in and has been. The federal government is not terribly innovative. 
  … I was involved in the first cycle of innovation awards. We've got the 
treadmill table; Shauna came up with something about getting people 
together. It looks very incremental and, personally, I think that's OK. We 
might build on that. I think the hope was that it would be transformative. 
But I think transformative is risky.” (John) 
“I think the days of the 5 or 10 year NIH grants are going away, so the 
timing is ripe for it. In order to survive the institute needs to take on a 







that...The problem with that is there's more risk. This place has been very, 
very, very let me say "very" again adverse to risk. They've been fortunate 
over the years that they didn't have to assume much risk, that those days 
are gone. If the institute wants to be around in 20 years, they're going to 
have to have assumed some risk. They're also going to have to accept 
failure.” (Megan) 
 
Beyond the surface level indicators of disconnect between being and creating, 
there is the position on whether certain types of activities are “innovation” or 
“marketing.” For many people the human resource activities to enhance or change the 
culture are necessary and good efforts, but not innovative. The diffusion of innovation 
theory states that it is not necessary for something to be novel but rather it is the 
perception of new and useful (Rogers, 2002) or as Amabile states subjective criterion that 
determines a product as innovation.  For the individuals who had incorporated the 
organizational marketing of FISH as an innovation, one could argued that although FISH 
failed to meet the commonly accepted definition of innovation it was doing something 
good for the organization and was led by the executive team so therefore it meets the 
subjective criterion (perception) to be considered innovation. When we go back to the 
definition of innovation at the organizational level--thinking creatively to develop new 
unique ideas, technologies, and strategies resulting in improved efficiency within the 
healthcare system--then there is a general mismatch in the direct terminology which 
indicates we (scholars and practitioners alike) throw around terms like innovation as 







acknowledge the subjective nature of constructed meanings, that allow each individual of 
the organization to not subscribe to, or even know what innovation means at the 
organization level.  
Megan “Well, anything is a hard thing to say. I mean quite frankly, I could say that the 
center newsletter is an innovation. It's a basic thing but he thought outside the box or at 
least outside the box that existed here. 
Interviewer/ Author:  “It makes it innovative because it's not been done 
here before?” 
Megan:   “It's new and different. Yeah. I mean, it's not new and different, 
again, no, I mean if you're looking for an innovation like Intel came up 
with the microchip, then no. Have we done anything like that? No but I 
don't think you have to go to that extreme to say you've innovated 
something.” 
 
“The whole FISH. It's a little bit dangerously gaggy to gag because it's so 
contrived. There is a contrived element which is a little bit embarrassing, 
but maybe I'm for the idea of having fun. I always try to have fun, and so 
let's give it a shot. … Some parts are good, yet the idea is, let's try to make 
people smile and laugh and be energetic. That is a good goal and that's a 
new goal. To actually say it is really a positive thing. … It's like having 
four pep squads. We had one in the past around Christmas, there was a 







innovative? It doesn't matter to me if it's novel, it's new for us. It's 
sufficiently reasonable try.” (Megan) 
 
Throughout the interviews it can be seen that the perception of a funded action or 
executive level activity as innovative was all that is required for the critical mass to adopt 
the action as innovation, which is in line with the diffusion of innovation theory (Rogers, 
2002). While innovation was surrounding employees in a number of ways, there was no 
one individual tasked with ensuring that the innovation met the organizational and local 
definition of innovation. This lack of innovation oversight or control allows for a 
fragmented approach to communicating about and securing funding for innovation at all 
levels of the organization.  
 “If you said that to somebody to that in an interview, that we're a  
Highly innovative organization and somebody took a job on that premise, 
they would be strongly disappointed. Even today. We've improved. If you 
say that to somebody that's just worked at Google, they're going to be 
extremely disappointed when they show up over here. You do have to 
walk the talk.” (Megan)  
 
In the organization there appears to be a struggle between the need to feel 
innovative and the reality of producing necessary good quality work that has an impact 
on healthcare.  If the benchmark of innovation is the locally adopted meaning, new, 
creative, ‘out of the box’ solutions to problems, whom is given the task of determining 







 “I gave a presentation on my grant project, and one of the leaders in the 
institute raised his hand and was like, "This just doesn't seem very 
innovative." I was like, "No, this is not rocket science. We are trying to 
take evidence-based protocols, that other people have developed and then 
they just sit there, and actually apply it in a real world setting to affect the 
care of a few thousand nursing home patients." I'm not going to apologize 
for not being the one to originally come up with the idea. Our application 
of it, and our approach to it is novel. Which is why we've been funded to 
do it, and if successful, can disseminate this approach. I would be happy to 
[laughs] be the person who could translate it and have an impact on 
patients. I'd be fine with that, but it might not fit into that category, which 
is so valued. It is what it is. [laughs]I think there's lots of ongoing 
innovative work going on here. I'm trying to think of specific...I'm trying 
to remember annual reports and things like that. I know that that's 
disseminated and talked about. ...What we're doing with our nursing home 
project, and the other models of care. … I do think is important and 
innovative work in the community. We had a stakeholder advisory board 
meeting last night, and we've just really pulled together a consortium of 
people in a very competitive skilled nursing facility marketplace, who are 
coming together, meeting, giving us advice, talking about issues freely. 
That, in and of itself, is [laughs] an accomplishment. We could use the 
word "innovative," but again like you say, it's a buzz word, it's tossed 







But I think it's good work, what we're doing. I think there's a lot of good 
work happening.” (Beth) 
 
This struggle to define and sustain innovation as a tangible product versus a 
commonly used buzz word makes me question ‘what counts as innovation’ and who gets 
to establish that criteria? From the interviews you can see that what one person counts as 
innovation another counts as rebranding or even as necessary good work.  
 
4.3 Macro-Level Practices 
 
4.3.1 Innovation practices in the broader research community 
The Institute is a mid-sized quasi academic organization focused on improving 
quality of care, increasing efficiency of health care delivery, preventing medical errors, 
and enhancing patient safety. The nature of their work was predominantly research which 
often lags behind industry in its timetables from idea to product. According the 
interviews, for some the lag between true innovation and publication was estimated at 
being around 20 years, but most would have accepted the range of two through seven 
years (see interviews: John, Chris, Megan, Patrick, & Jeff ). This timeline might have 
contributed to the modified version of the term ‘innovation’ seen throughout the 
interviews. The need to adopt or create a more reasonable benchmark for innovation at 
the research level allowed investigators to argue for innovation in areas that, without a 
modified definition, would never make it into a conference or in a publication, namely, 







their 2016 article, Ettile, Bridges and O’Keefe argue that there is a difference between 
radical and incremental innovation. They state that perhaps two dimensions of innovation 
allow it to be classified as radical, the incorporation of technology that is a clear risky 
departure from existing practice or perhaps the cost of change required by the 
organization (p. 683). Because of its quasi-academic status the investigators in the 
Institute were reliant on the traditional research funding streams, federal grants, in which 
one had to prove that their innovation was feasible. This requirement of feasibility often 
meant that ideas which were generated years prior to funding were tested and validated 
with seed projects prior to their grant application status as innovative. This need to satisfy 
federal funding bodies with cautious innovation, or incremental innovation that was not 
new or unique and certainly not high risk, might have led to the disconnect between the 
local definition of innovation as new, creative, ‘out of the box’ solutions to problems and 
its modification in use to encompass the perceptions of newness or uniqueness rather than 
the reality of novelty or radical.  
“He encouraged us to position our work, our research, two years ahead of 
the current edge of the water, leading edge, whatever term you like, not 
five years out. His point was that funding sources are willing to pay for 
that level of innovation. But they're not willing to go that far out and fund 
things that are that far ahead.  …  The types of things that I was trying to 
argue were, as it turns out, about 20 years ahead and they weren't getting 
very far. It took the Academic Society 20, 25 years to get around to doing 
some of the things that I was trying to talk about. I was not one of the 







agenda. Paradigms are interesting. They can form ideas and give structure 
to things, but they can also limit at the same time that they do that. It takes 
a while. You don't just blow up paradigms and create new ones. I think 
that's one, is that our funding is fairly dependent on that.” (John)  
 
For the big Discourses one can see through the documentation that there was a 
disconnect between what innovation meant, what it was that the Institute was funding.  
“The second is that so many different aspects of what we do in our work 
are really quite conservative. They reward small, incremental steps, not 
necessarily large ones, unless you're one of the hallowed few that are 
given permission to propose that sort of thing.” (John)   
 
“I don't know that we have the ability to make it readily visible except in 
the pieces that affect people on a day to day basis. Such as, the original 
innovation fair that we had you had people talking about exercise. We put 
treadmills out. That's visible. That's how you innovate that way. You see it 
in the non-standard stuff by the grants, that's a pretty innovative idea so 
that the review board says, "Run with it." That's innovation. The timely 
getting those grants. If the powers that be didn't feel that there was 
innovation in the concepts that they were doing, the grants wouldn't be 








“You know what? That also brings up another aspect. I feel, culturally, 
and not just the Institute culture, but across the board probably in our 
social settings, that innovation and innovative behavior, innovative 
thinking comes across loudly. It's almost as if it's like, "Oh. That's 
innovative," or "We're going to have a quarterly innovation challenge." 
I'm not sure that there's not a lot of innovators that we work with that do it 
in really small, incremental ways.” (Jaime)  
  
In the following interview excerpt, there were differences in talk between the staff 
and investigators, pointing once more to the situated nature of interview constructions: 
“I don't have a real solution to this, but I think one of the challenges, and I 
don't know how our program or initiative can incorporate this, or if it can. 
We invite people to think innovatively about ideas that either improves the 
institute or an innovative piece of science that they can move forward with 
a little bit of funding.” (Jaime) 
  
“As long as you can sell it in a grant application, because you have to have 
your innovations paragraph. [laughs] and scale it up. It's one thing to have 
an idea, it's another thing to be able to develop it more fully and then to 









Jeff: “We work a lot to make sure you don't sit too long on that. Where we 
have real struggles with innovation now, is people also want us to help 
them disseminate. If I disengage my faculty to be the people that are 
disseminating the new knowledge, they're not generating new knowledge 
anymore.” 
Interviewer/ Author:  “Because they're disseminating.” 
Jeff:  “They become irrelevant, literally, within a couple of years. They're 
yesterday's news. Balancing the generation of new knowledge. If you go 
too far the other way, where all you're doing is generating new knowledge, 
people think you're just academic. When it's used as a derogatory term 
because you're not actually doing anything. You would have more impact 
if you would stop generating new knowledge and actually get some of it 
out there.  … I almost wish that there was a venue for also looking at what 
other organizations are doing. I feel like we develop our innovative ideas 
within a bubble. What I wish I had more time to do, is really look 
externally, not only for own center, but also for our institute to see what 
are other institutes doing. How are they moving forward innovatively? 
Maybe we don't need to do innovative step five, because it's already been 
done, so let's move forward and do the next thing. We don't really have a 
clearinghouse where we're looking at and vetting ideas compared to what's 
out there. Let's compete with the marketplace, not just with ourselves, 
because maybe the marketplace will pull us up a little. That's an area that I 







That we depend on our scientists to read the literature, and bring all that 
information back. I'm not sure that's a real reliable source.” “I think the 
fundamentals of what innovation is and seeing things that other people 
don't see and doing it, I think that's a big part. I don't think innovation for 
it's own [sake] … is innovation intrinsically good. … I really am wary of 
the belief that more … innovation is inherently...Everything comes at an 
expense. If you have an infinite number of people and an infinite number 
of resources maybe, yes, more is better. But if you've got core capabilities 
and core strengths and core talents, should you be sitting around 
innovating all day or should you just be doing 'em and say, "Yeah, we're 
turning the crank but we're pretty good at it. We know how to do it and we 
do it well.” 
 
“I'm not totally sold on more, more, more. I think that's part of the place 
that hopefully the complete inno[vation] insanity will eventually get to 
which is just sort of a perspective that innovation should be a part of a 
company, organization, person does. As a person, it's good to get some 
sort of creative outlet but you can't, you shouldn't aspire to be constantly 










 Working from Kuhn’s (2011) perspective, how the individuals choose to talk 
about innovation and support innovative ideas is the method by which they choose to 
demonstrate the meaning of innovation within their social reality. By prioritizing 
innovation ideas that do not meet the minimum criteria of innovation as described by 
individual contributors within the organization, the innovation leadership is reinforcing a 
model of innovation which allows good work to be rebranded over time as innovative 
work. This rebranding of ideas to align with funded actions and organizational priorities 
also reinforced the value of innovative perceptions over implemented actions.  
 The discourses at multiple d/D levels layered upon and throughout the exemplars 
indicated the political, hierarchal, and nuanced nature of buzz words within an 
organization. It is the intersections among different organizational layers that allowed me 
to dissect or analyze the meaning of innovation both as it was defined or talked about and 









CHAPTER 5. DISCUSSION 
 
 This study has focused on how individuals frame commonly used buzz words 
within their organization and how this framing changes over time as organizational 
priorities shift. Through the analysis of participant interviews, defining of the buzz word 
“innovation” and a review of the network structures, I presented a glimpse into the 
understanding of innovation within a quasi-academic organization focused on research 
endeavors. The study highlights the nature of textual discourse throughout a single 
organization. By exposing the layers and hierarchies of meaning within this context of the 
buzz word ‘innovation’ the broader meaning of innovation as it is materialized in funded 




5.1.1 Theoretical Contributions 
5.1.1.1 What does innovation mean?  
 The exemplar below presents a dynamic picture of what innovation means to this 
individual. Here he highlights the nature of innovation and the challenges that he and 







individuals as being those who tend not to create new products and services but simply 
modify existing technologies and processes, and some key aspects of the changing 
meanings of innovation when constituted in and applied to organizational contexts that 
profess to be innovative in the core values and mission statements. As John notes, real 
innovation is ‘risky’ and there are times neither individuals nor organizations are ready 
for the consequences.  
“I think of innovation and creativity as being very similar. I don't know if 
that's how others, including yourself, look at it. Some 30 years ago I had 
an insight, some people agree with it and others don't, of what true 
creativity is like, what genius is like, in terms of creativity, and why those 
people sometimes look almost schizophrenic in the clinical sense of the 
term. In clinical schizophrenia, the cardinal manifestation is loosening of 
associations. It goes so far in its severest form of when someone talks of 
being word salad. It's just as if you use a random selector in the dictionary 
and grabbed words totally at random. As you listen to me my voice is 
going up and down, I'm emphasizing certain words over others, I'm 
putting periods at the end, commas in the middle, and so forth. They do 
that with total word salad. You're looking at them and the prosody, the rise 
and fall of the voice and so forth, and they're looking at you like they 
make sense and the rise and fall sounds like it should make sense and it 
makes no doggone sense whatsoever. That's the worst form. That's where 
the associations are so disrupted that things don't hold together. I think that 







associations and reassembling them in new ways. During the process of 
breaking them down and reassembling, you run the risk of losing control 
and just losing any connection with reality and so forth. I think that it is 
challenging to be creative, truly creative. This is the kind of creativity that 
comes up with going from a rotary dial to tonal dialing. The iPhone, the 
smartphone, major jump in technology and that sort of thing, as opposed 
to another good app for the iPhone, which is a more incremental type of 
thing. Those sorts of innovations are risky. I think that's what we think 
we'd like to do, but I'm not sure we're really prepared for the consequences 
of what that's like.” (John)  
  
5.1.1.2 What has overuse of the word “innovation” meant for everyday practices?  
 This fear of losing sense of the general connections and associations with what is 
known to risk and achieve what is unheard of can prevent the average person from 
achieving true innovation – something that is completely unique, new, and creative. 
Within the context of this organization, what I found was that often the definition of 
innovation was paired down to include new adoptions of existing commercial products, 
creative approaches to engage employees in the organization’s new initiatives, and 
unique enhancements to existing software platforms. Although each effort mentioned in 
the study was good work that contributed to the advancement of the healthcare system, 







innovation to secure critical funding streams? According to the interviews, the answer is 
“no”--they were labeled as innovation only insofar as the organization adopted it.  
  
5.1.1.3 How innovation is seen in everyday talk in the organization and society? 
 In many of the investigator interviews the theme of innovating in a vacuum came 
up. This phrasing often came up at times when the interviewee was attempting to 
describe either how innovation is defined differently at the local level versus the 
organizational level or as a limitation of the organization’s ability to create new unique 
ideas or technologies. The implication was the belief that it is easy to be innovative if you 
do not know what the rest of the world is doing or has done.  
Additionally, to address this issue several investigators offered ideas that ranged from 
further incentivizing collaboration within the innovation seed program to applying ‘guard 
rails’ or boundaries to the types of acceptable innovation ideas that could be presented for 
innovation seed funding in hopes it would allow a better alignment with the 
organizational mission and narrow the scope of external knowledge required to 
understand the market for ideas.  
“We're going to start having more themes around the QIC [Quarterly 
Innovation Challenge]. The idea is to be able to give people some 
guardrails in terms of let's innovate around this and let's innovate around 
that instead of just "what are your great ideas?" Let's say this time we're 
just going to focus on … healthcare processes, whatever it is. That's it. 







much more palatable for people to be able to think around something that's 
a little more... On an institute level, also being able to constrain what the 
goals of innovation are would be useful.” (Chris) 
 
When one expands this thought to the notion of buzz words and how they 
are defined, reframed, shaped and disseminated, they can trace the adoption and 
terminology as it moves throughout an organization from its informal leaders to the larger 
context.  However, this study is limited to a singular organization so I am unable to trace 
through the collaborative networks to see how the integration of partners into the social 
reality of the organization changes or reshapes the discourse and Discourse of adoption.  
 Surprisingly, as I discussed innovation and its meaning within the context of the 
organization it became clear to me that many of the participants were associating their 
individual work as innovation to align their tasks to the organizational priority. This 
indicated a need to align their tasks with the broader organizational mission for 
employability and fundability and, perhaps, even with a mechanism to give meaning to 
their efforts.  
 
5.1.2 Practical contributions 
As a result of this study, organizations are better positioned to understand how 
marketing efforts impact perceptions for staff and other stakeholders. For example in the 
interviews, staff repeatedly mentioned executive sponsored activities as innovation even 
though they noted that these efforts may not be traditionally seen as innovation according 







organizational perceptions for innovation staff. This change in perception could be seen 
as an adoption of a modified version of innovation at the executive level, thus altering the 
threshold for innovative ideas being presented by staff to the leadership. Ultimately, the 
danger of marketing good work as innovation is the adoption of a lesser standard for 
innovation throughout the broader organization.  As see in this study, investigators and 
staff have adopted the marketing slogan or branding of innovation to ensure that critically 
necessary efforts or ‘good work’ is supported either though executive sponsorship or 
funding. Given the nature of the Institute to function on soft money there is a risk that 
these moderate changes to the definition of innovation organizationally could lead to a 
change in perceptions of what is innovation locally which alters quality of innovation in 
future endeavors. This altered or lesser quality could damage the Institute’s brand 
reputation as a “thought leader in the field of healthcare research and technology” 




It should be noted that I have not yet shared the results of this work with the 
organization for members’ feedback or alignment. In its initial design several years ago I 
scheduled to share the Modified Delphi, interviews, and social network analyses results at 
touch point meetings for level setting prior to the final recommendations and subsequent 
repeating of the process on a semi-regular basis to chart innovation meanings and 







organizational restructuring, the entire proposed project could not take place nor could 
the results from the completed phases be presented to the organizational members. 
 Additionally, while a case study approach was appropriate for this work it has 
practical limitations to future transferability of the results. Due to the small sample size 
and the use of a singular organization, I am unable to trace the changes in the definition, 
adoption, or diffusion of innovation across collaborative organizations that have 
partnered with the Institute to produce grant products or publications.  
 The final limitation of this study is the relatively low sample size for the 
interviews (11%), social network analysis (75%) and the modified Delphi (13%) which 
could have led to underrepresented minority perspectives being presented as the general 
understanding of innovation. Although greater representation of participants throughout 
the organization would have been desirable, these findings still pointed to ways in which 
organizational members made sense of and practiced innovation for publically recognized 
and valued results. However, the nature of participation may have skewed the results 





5.3.1 Theoretical Implications 
Throughout the interview process several participants discussed the linkages of 
creativity and collaboration with innovation. While neither aspect was studied within this 







community could yield significant findings about the nature of collaboration and 
innovation networks for the advancement of research funding or projects.  
Additionally, the organization focused its efforts in improving healthcare delivery 
systems. Since the initial study was conducted, the United States has adopted the 
Affordable Care Act, a comprehensive health insurance reform (HH.gov, 4/15/16)3  
which changed the healthcare landscape for research funding initiatives as well as 
healthcare delivery systems and payer networks. An analysis of how political action 
drives local definitions and action could find that the tensions between locally situated 
definitions and organizationally sponsored actions is a by-product of the funding 
mechanisms provided or cultural shifts in the healthcare landscape.  
 
5.3.2 Practical Implications 
Since the inception of this study, the Institute has initiated three iterations of the 
innovation seed funding program: the Innovation Fair, the Innovation Advancement 
Project, and the Quarterly Innovation Challenge. While this study only examined 
perceptions of innovation post the Innovation Fair, some interviews mentioned aspects of 
the other two iterations.  However, I did not solicit feedback about perceptions of 
effectiveness, feelings of satisfaction, or general thoughts surrounding the seed funding 
program and therefore am unable to analyze differences among the various approaches 
and their implications on the broader organization. A secondary study could find value in 
                                                 
3 On March 23, 2010, President Obama signed the Affordable Care Act. The law puts in place 









examining how the innovation seed program has changed or reframed the underlying 
definition of innovation among Institute employees, perceptions of innovation efforts 
throughout the organization or the spread and sustainability of seed funding on 
innovation within the organization or broader funding community.  
 
5.4 Summary  
 
 This study sought to uncover the everyday talk (discourses) and organizational 
meanings (Discourses) of innovation within a health care research organization. Utilizing 
a case study format, I was able to unpack the overt and implied uses of the buzz word 
innovation as it is socially constructed at both the individual and group (organizational) 
levels.    
In this examination of the modified Delphi results to establish a common 
organizational definition (new, creative, ‘out of the box’ solutions to a problem) from 
which I was able to layer into the definition its multiple and varied understandings. For 
example, by starting with a commonly held definition (thinking creatively to develop new 
unique ideas, technologies and strategies resulting in improved efficiency within the 
healthcare system) I contrasted the themes of the organizational definition (big thinking, 
transformative, patent-level, radical, novel and risky) against the material or funded 
actions of the innovation program as an indication of organizational innovation priorities. 
Additionally, I examined the way various individuals talked about innovation in their 
everyday experiences within the organization. Through that examination, I uncovered 







this contradicts the fundamental themes of the individual and organizational definitions 
of innovation. This adoption of both funded actions and executive sponsored activities as 
innovation even if the projects are not necessarily what individuals view as innovation 
threatens to damage the reputation of the organization by lowering its threshold for truly 
novel ideas and unique technologies to new to us ideas or enhancements to existing 
platforms.  
In researching how the definition of innovation changes in practice and overtime 
as it is applied within the organization context, I found that investigators and staff frame 
innovation differently based on their work experiences. Investigators who are tasked with 
the development of grant funded projects often viewed innovation from the product or 
principle investigator lens, commonly naming individuals as innovative throughout the 
interviews. Whereas staff who serve in a traditional support function to investigators 
were more likely to name executive sponsored projects or innovation seed program work 
as innovation examples during the interview process. However, while both groups 
situated innovation differently within the organizational context, they both spoke about 
innovation in similar ‘big thinking’ transformative terms.  
In conclusion, I support Kuhn’s (2011) perspective that the words by which 
people describe innovation indicate the way they believe it is situated within their 
environment. I would add that this perspective or definition of buzz words appears to 
change as the context or environment changes. As seen throughout this study, the way an 
individual defines innovation for themselves is far more nuanced and concrete then the 







times led to a reframing of the definition to align the innovation examples to what they 
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 Modified Delphi Round 1 
Innovative Interdisciplinary Collaborative Teams 
Modified Delphi Protocol 
Instructions:  




1. Employee Demographics 
a. Program area 





c. Highest level of education 
i. High School Diploma or equivalence 
ii. Bachelor 
iii. Master 
iv. Doctorate or professional degree  
d. Employment category 
i. Front Line Staff 
ii. Manager/ Supervisor 
iii. Faculty/ Researcher 
iv. Executive Management 
2. Thinking about your work in the last 3 months how would you define the 
following terms 
a. Innovation 
3. In the last 30 days have you seen innovation within the organization? 
What was the innovation? 
 
Implementation strategy 
To create buy-in for the project this round will be opened to all five program areas 
front line staff (anticipate approximately 15 responses). An email invitation will 
be sent to employees from the President of the organization. The email will 
contain a link to a Survey Monkey site. Participation will be voluntary and no 








 Modified Delphi Round 2 
Round 2: In this round I seek to clarify the definitions developed in round one 
 
Questions 
1. Employee Demographics 
a. Program area 





c. Highest level of education 
i. High School Diploma or equivalence 
ii. Bachelor 
iii. Master 
iv. Doctorate or professional degree  
d. Employment category 
i. Front Line Staff 
ii. Manager/ Supervisor 
iii. Faculty/ Researcher 
iv. Executive Management 
2. Do you agree/ disagree with the following definition of innovation? Why/ 
why not? 
3. What do you feel makes a project innovative? 
 
Implementation strategy 
An email invitation will be sent to employees from the President of the 
organization. The email will contain a link to a Survey Monkey site. Participation 
will be voluntary and no incentives will be offered for participation. All surveys 









 Modified Delphi Round 3 




1. Employee Demographics 
a. Program area 





c. Highest level of education 
i. High School Diploma or equivalence 
ii. Bachelor 
iii. Master 
iv. Doctorate or professional degree  
d. Employment category 
i. Front Line Staff 
ii. Manager/ Supervisor 
iii. Faculty/ Researcher 
iv. Executive Management 
2. Thinking about your vision for the Institute, do you  agree the following 
are appropriate definitions for our organization:  
3. In your role what criteria are used to determine if a project is innovative?  
 
Implementation strategy 
An email invitation will be sent to employees from the President of the 
organization. The email will contain a link to a Survey Monkey site. Participation 
will be voluntary and no incentives will be offered for participation. All surveys 








 Key Informant Interview Protocol 









1. How would you define innovation?  
2. Do you think the organization has produced any innovative projects in the last 
year?  
a. If yes, can you describe the project?  
i. What made it innovative?  
ii. What resources or support did the organization provide for the 
project?  
b. If no, what could the organization do to promote innovative projects?  
Wrap up: 


































 Innovation Fair Awards 
Email Communication: 
Thank you all for your patience as the committee has worked through selecting the 
winners of the 2011 Innovation awards.  These winners were selected through careful 
consideration of community enthusiasm (measured by your investment at the Fair), as 
well as innovation, significance of the problem being addressed, potential for future 
outside funding, and positive impact on life and work at the Institute.   
 
Without further ado, here is the list: (italic indicates awarded and funded project) 
 
Proposal Name  
Virtual Online Simulated Care Environment  
The People's Choice for Healthcare Delivery 
Patient Care in a Box 
Project portfolio and resource management 
Integrate open source code into informatics tools 
Clinical Risk Calculators 
Integrating patient care data into a PHR 
Fostering stress relief and productivity through Workplace Wellness 
Real world developer training 
Innovative Interdisciplinary Collaborative Research 
Institute Prime 
Caffeine for All 
Internal Knowledge Transfer 
Work-on Room 
Institute Passport to Better Health and Productivity 
Social Networking the Old Fashioned Way 
Biometric Logins for PC's 
Employee Recognition Program 
Step Away from that keyboard! 
 
I'd like to give a special congratulation to Shauna (pseudonym), who’s Employee 








 Innovation Advancement Projects 
 
(October 12, 2012) The Innovation Committee is pleased to announce a new Request for 
Proposals open to all faculty, fellows, and staff at the Institute.  We will be funding 1-2 
projects, up to $100K in costs including up to 1 day a week (20% FTE) for the lead 
investigator.  This is an opportunity to explore a high-risk, high-reward area of research 
and advance the mission of the Institute.  We are looking for innovative projects that 
will lead to breakthrough advancements in key areas such as the following: 
  
      Patient Safety 
      Clinical decision support 
      Open health data 
      Team-based care / novel models of care 
      Data analytics, visualization, and interactive exploration 
      Patient-doctor communications / information sharing 
      Next-generation clinical environments 
      …or your own innovative idea! 
 
To submit a proposal, complete the proposal form and submit by December 1st 2012. 
 
Please contact via email or go to tumbler.com to learn more! 
(4/1/13) email  
 
2013 Awardees 
Developing & Evaluating a Smartphone-based System to Support Multi-media Use in 
Clinical Care  
Improving Patient Safety through Personalized Drug Product Labeling and Crowd-
Sourcing Adverse Event Monitoring  









 Quarterly Innovation Challenge 
 
(8/14/13) Thank you to everyone who submitted an innovative idea and participated in 
the first Quarterly Innovation Challenge (QIC)!!   We had a great turn out and hope to 
have just as many submittals for the next challenge.  Resubmittals are encouraged and the 
Innovation Committee would be happy to provide you feedback – just email. 
 
Congratulations to the following innovation ideas that will be moving forward and please 
stay tuned for updates on these projects and more future QIC information! 
 
Advancements 
 Better Care for Heart Failure Patients  
 Pilot study for using ontologies to represent and analyze patient care data  




 Knowledge Base for Reference and New Employee Orientation   









 Origins of Innovation Seed Program Funding 
 
A granting body awarded $500,000 to be used as seed money for innovative ideas that 
either (1) improve the delivery of healthcare in the US or (2) improve the organizational 
environment of the Institute.  Chris Smith (pseudonym) serves as the Institute’s Chief 
Innovation Officer, working with a team of employees to promote and recommend 








 Social Network Analysis Methods, Measures, and Results 
 
Analysis 
Simple descriptive network analysis was conducted using UCINET 6.53, network 
analysis software (Borgatti, Everett & Freeman, 2002).  
 
Measures 
Exogenous measures focus on node or individual attributes and influence the probability 
of tie presence (Monge and Contractor, 2003) and include items such as program area, 
years with the organization, position, race/ ethnicity, age, gender, and highest level of 
education.   
 
Complementing the exogenous measures are endogenous measures which center on focal 
relationships and include structural autonomy, actor centrality, mutuality, reciprocity, 
transitivity and cyclicality (Monge and Contractor, 2003).  Each of the measures works to 
explain the links between individuals and their position within the network, for example 
centrality, peripheral, structural hole, broker and bridge positions (Lin, 1999).  
 
Results  
The Institute’s innovation network would be sparse (eigenvector 0.019, 0.075) with only 
one key (centralized) employee [blue 115] with an average geodesic distance of 6.9 (sd 
0.6) and a density measure of 0.005. This finding indicates that the innovation network is 
highly localized with innovation occurring primarily reported in the blue department. 
Secondarily, the pink department has a high incidence of reported innovation but no ties 
to the blue department and only two ties to the red department. From this figure, it is 
evident that there are multiple opportunities to realize social capital in the form of 
knowledge sharing and innovative idea sharing. The network is siloed with three 
department sub-groups or cliques with the blue, pink, and red departments having small 
innovative hubs [blue 115 & 29, pink 151, and red 140]. As depicted in the text, Blue 26 
is the only true broker connecting Blue 115 to Red 17, two otherwise separate groups. As 
such, in the Institute’s Innovation network both the bridge and the broker positions 
appear to be centrally located demonstrating prestige and network power. An 
examination of the in-degree connections (Blue 115: in-degree 8, Red 17: in-degree 3, 
and Blue 26: in-degree 3, mean in-degree 0.8 sd 0.1) of all three nodes indicates multiple 
structural holes between departments and within single department cliques. Additionally, 
Pink 151 (in-degree 4) Pink 148 (in-degree 4) Blue 101 (in-degree 3), Red 140 (in-degree 
3), Blue 29(in-degree 3), and Pink 141(in-degree 3) also hold prestigious positions within 
the innovation network.   
